Plasma estetrol as an index of fetal well-being.
Estetrol (15alpha-hydroxyestriol or E4) is considered to be a specific product of fetal liver and has been suggested as a good indicator of fetal well-being. The concentration of unconjugated estetrol (E4) was measured by rapid and specific radioimmunoassay in 1 ml of maternal plasma. E4 levels prior to the 18th week of pregnancy were often undetectable (smaller than 50 pg/ml). The mean plasma E4 level at term of 1.2 ng/ml was 7-fold higher than that observed at 24 weeks of gestation, and no diurnal variations were found. E4 levels in fetal plasma at term were 12-fold higher than those in maternal plasma and no fetal arterial venous differences were found. Umbilical vein but not maternal plasma levels of patients undergoing vaginal delivery were higher than those undergoing cesarean section (P smaller than 0.05) suggesting increased adrenal output of E4 precursors during labor. In patients with severe Rh-isoimmune disease plasma E4 levels were not helpful in assessing fetal well-being. However, in patients with chronic hypertension or pre-eclampsia, subnormal plasma E4 concentrations always preceded intrauterine fetal death. Plasma E4 appears to be a good indicator of fetal well-being in patients with hypertensive disease of pregnancy.